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Social Media Bodies: Revealing the Entanglement of Sexual Well-
being, Mental Health, and Social Media in Education 
 
Natalie Ann Hendry 
 
Abstract 
While media and youth research reveal the intersectionality of young people’s sexual 
well-being, mental health, and social media practices, little attention has been paid to 
how this entanglement is addressed in education. Pedagogy that is not informed by a 
nuanced and interconnected understanding of young people’s everyday experiences of 
sexual well-being, mental health, and social media is likely to be ineffective and 
inadequate. I describe a workshop activity with young people experiencing mental ill 
health that uses bodies as a metaphor for social media, allowing participants to reveal 
and discuss their experiences, attitudes, and values through dressing up and illustrating 
“social media bodies.” I outline three themes that arose from the workshops: revealing 
and destabilising affordances, the spatial and temporal affordances of social media, and 
young people’s affective relationships through and with social media, and advocate for 
an intersectional approach to sexuality education, one that is necessarily complex and 
ambivalent. 
 
 
 
In this chapter, I explore the entanglement of sexual well-being, mental health, and 
social media in young people’s lives, particularly focusing on young people 
experiencing mental ill health.1 I reflect on a workshop activity that I facilitated in 
youth mental health settings and schools in Australia.2 Employing bodies as a metaphor 
for social media, participants in these workshops used visual methods to reveal and 
discuss their experiences, attitudes, and values. In particular, the activity moves beyond 
pedagogy framed by risk, and instead engages with the affordances of social media as 
identified by young people. By highlighting research that demonstrates this 
entanglement, and how it is revealed by the “social media bodies” activity, I advocate 
for an intersectional approach to sexuality education, one that is necessarily complex 
and ambivalent. 
 
While media and youth research reveals the intersectionality of young people’s sexual 
well-being, mental health, and social media practices, little attention has been paid to 
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how this entanglement is addressed in education. Efforts in Australia to respond to the 
perceived dangers of social media are largely driven by risk-oriented, isolated 
programmes. Typically, these programmes and resources reinforce that all young 
people, regardless of their life experiences, encounter risk in a similar manner. From 
this perspective, young people are defined as individually responsible for their own 
well-being, positioning the social and cultural contexts of their lives to have little 
impact (Leahy2014). However, education that is not informed by a nuanced and 
interconnected understanding of young people’s everyday experiences of sexual well-
being, mental health, and social media, is likely to be ineffective and inadequate as it 
does not resonate with young people’s own lives (McKee et al. 2014). 
 
The Entanglement of Sexual Well-being, Mental Health, and 
Social Media 
Experiences of mental ill health in youth are as common as they are complex. 
Prevalence data suggests that a quarter of Australians aged 16–24 years experience a 
mental health disorder, with almost one in ten describing high levels of psychological 
distress (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2011). Whether clinically diagnosed 
or not, mental health challenges may influence every aspect of life for young people, 
including their sense of identity and social connection, motivation and future 
aspirations, social and occupational relationships, and physical well-being. In turn, 
mental ill health reduces the capacity for young people to develop and maintain healthy 
social, sexual, and romantic relationships and friendships. The complex relationship 
between mental health and sexual well-being is mutual, with each element of a young 
person’s life influencing the others. 
 
Although multiple factors including genetic and developmental factors, disadvantage 
and physical trauma, contribute to the aetiology of mental ill health, there is strong 
evidence that sexual violence and trauma contribute to psychiatric illness (Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare 2011). Sexual coercion and psychological, physical, or 
sexual abuse, both in childhood and later years, are linked to psychosocial distress and 
psychiatric illness (de Visser et al. 2014; Moore et al. 2010; Rizzo et al. 2010). Of note, 
self-injuring behaviours, such as cutting, burning, or intentional overdose of 
medications, are more commonly reported by young people who have survived sexual 
assault (Daley 2015; Gladstone et al. 2004). Gender or sexually diverse young people 
are more likely than their peers to engage in self-injury, however research suggests this 
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is predominantly a response to homophobic discrimination and violence (McDermott et 
al. 2013). 
 
This entanglement of sexual well-being and mental health becomes further complicated 
and more difficult to unravel when we consider young people’s engagements with 
social media. Recurrent risk narratives about social media in popular discourse centre 
on perceived sexual or mental health risks. These include accessing “inappropriate” 
content such as pornography or other sexually explicit material, content that encourages 
emotional distress and disordered thinking such as anorexic or bulimic consumption and 
exercise practices, suicidality or self-injury, or facilitating connections with other 
“problematic” users through sexually provocative communication or platforms or apps 
that afford cyberbullying (see Bantick 2014; Chang 2014; Wood 2014). Indeed, risk and 
harm are related, but they are not equivalent; engaging with “risky” content does not 
result in inevitable harm via a predetermined, linear, and direct media effects pathway 
(Livingstone and Helsper 2007; Slavtcheva-Petkova et al. 2015). 
Funding in Australia for sexual well-being, mental health, and social media resources is 
typically directed by isolated federal and state departments and not-for-profit 
organisations, with each attending to independent issues. At federal level, for example, 
formal sexuality education is guided by the Australian Curriculum, under the Health 
and Physical Education domain, and supported by resources such as Talking Sexual 
Healthwhich was funded by the Commonwealth Department of Health (Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority 2014; Australian Research Centre in 
Sex, Health and Society 1999). Sexting education resources are funded and produced by 
the Commonwealth Department of Communications through the national cybersafety 
and cybersecurity education programme, Cybersmart (Commonwealth of 
Australia 2015). This reinforces the siloed nature of programmes and resources, and 
mirrors the standard subject area-based delivery of mainstream education for young 
people. However, programmes and resources that isolate issues without engaging with 
these entanglements may not adequately attend to young people’s needs or reflect their 
life experiences. 
 
Catchments for youth mental health services often stretch across broad regions of both 
metropolitan and regional Victoria. Consequently, young people engaged with services 
are less likely to be grouped by age, year level, cognitive development, cultural 
identity, residential location, or socioeconomic status. Criteria for service admission 
varies between services, however most use a range of clinical and psychosocial 
measures to assess the young person’s mental state, and their family and social context. 
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In contrast to mainstream schooling, education programmes of these settings do not 
organise their curriculum by discrete subjects or issues, and instead focus on general 
knowledge, literacy, health, and personal development, including themes such as 
creative writing, managing stress, or goal setting. In this way, these settings are sites of 
exploration for integrated and intersectional pedagogy. 
 
Martin and te Riele (2011) remind us that space and place in education matter: the 
settings where education occurs influence not only the physical possibilities available 
for education, but also the stories and experiences young people bring to their learning. 
The diversity of young people in these spaces provides both opportunities and 
challenges for planning and facilitating workshops. In a service or hospital setting, 
young people are more likely to disclose emotional or deeply personal experiences in 
the context of support with peers who understand their challenges and lived 
experiences, than their everyday family or school environments. Yet as the composition 
of these groups is transient, there is often confusion about what behaviours are 
considered socially appropriate. What may be taken for granted in other educational 
settings becomes unstable in a health service classroom or on the hospital milieu as 
social norms shift in response to changing group dynamics. Norms, such as whom or 
what is popular, or what is regarded as “peer-approved” behaviour, shift as young 
people are admitted to and discharged from services. 
 
Situating the “Social Media Bodies” Activity 
The workshops were first developed as an “insider” employed in a school within a 
hospital-based youth mental health service in Victoria, Australia, and then later as an 
“outsider” asked to run workshops at a number of Victorian health services and 
alternative schools. I was invited to facilitate workshops on a range of topics from 
cybersafety, ethical relationships, managing risk on social media, sexting, and using 
technology to support well-being. The workshops predominately involved young people 
aged 13–18 years, who were connected with either inpatient or outpatient services, with 
10–30 young people participating in each session. 
 
While there has been increased funding in the broader youth mental health sector in 
Australia, most workshop locations had limited access to technology and devices such 
as iPads and other tablets, and regulated access to websites and social media (McGorry 
et al.2013). On occasion, young people were restricted from using their phones or 
computers during appointments or admissions, as hospital and service guidelines 
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maintained the importance of peer privacy (and the legal ramifications if this was not 
upheld) and discouraged distraction from recovery goals. As a consequence, the 
workshops generally utilised conventional facilitation methods such as physical group 
activities that required participants to move around the room or paper-based activities, 
rather than incorporating digital devices or online resources. 
 
Workshops typically began with a warm up or “icebreaker” to allow participants to get 
to know each other and establish group agreements about workshop safety and 
communication. These activities provided insight into the attitudes of the group and the 
interests and experiences of its participants. Tuning in to the tone of the group was 
important as it assisted me to judge the topics the group felt comfortable discussing, 
and in turn, to determine the issues to explore during group discussions. Following 
warm up activities, I facilitated different group discussions or activities depending on 
the central theme of each workshop. These activities have included a “Where Do You 
Stand?” continuum game where participants are asked to stand along an imaginary 
continuum to represent their opinion on statements related to social media and health; 
“Would You Rather?” games that ask participants to choose between improbable but 
provocative choices like “Would you rather only be able to use your mobile or only be 
able to use your computer?” or “Would you rather have your parents receive a print 
copy of every word you text and type 24/7 or have no surveillance but only have access 
to digital devices for one hour a day?,” and “Advertising Expert” tasks where 
participants view and critique short online video clips about social media, health, 
sexuality, and well-being, and make decisions about which campaigns to “fund” based 
on their understanding of their peer audience’s needs, issues, and interests. 
 
Most of the workshop session time was allocated to the “social media bodies” activity. 
During this activity, I asked workshop participants to imagine that platforms, apps, and 
sites were people, and in small groups, they dressed up as, modelled, or drew those 
people. Participants discussed the different types of people the platforms and apps 
might be, and used the metaphor of the body to represent their experiences, attitudes to, 
and beliefs about social media. Participants were provided with a box either of 
costumes and props including fabric, hats, accessories, and craft supplies or, for those 
drawing the bodies, of large people-sized sheets of paper, markers, and other art 
materials. As a “generative theme” (Freire 1996) the activity was playful and well 
received, and inspired noise, laughter, arguing, productivity, and critical thinking. 
 
 6 
In general, the activity sought to elicit young people’s own expertise about social media 
to articulate the diversity of media practices in the group and highlight how social 
media influenced their sense of identity, connections with others, and their well-being. 
However, the learning objectives of the activity were often modified in response to the 
main themes of the workshops. For example, for workshops on using technology to 
support well-being, the activity assisted young people to articulate how social media 
both enhanced and hindered their well-being through media content or relationships; or 
for workshops on relationships, the activity encouraged young people to consider how 
different media contexts afford different forms of communication with different friends 
and partners. 
 
Visualising Affordances of Social Media 
Sexual well-being, mental health, and social media education programmes and 
resources in Australia often exist in isolation from each other. This siloing of health and 
media issues erases the opportunities for educators to align their pedagogy with young 
people’s lives. However, as Brown, Sorenson, and Hildebrand (2011: 608) highlight, 
sexual health education needs “to be positioned within the complex social world in 
which young people make decisions.” The concept of affordance offers a nuanced 
approach to understand these “complex social worlds” and a productive and useful way 
to frame pedagogy beyond risk. 
 
The ways young people engage with social media, and the practices that comprise their 
everyday use, are never entirely static, predetermined, or standardised. Actions such as 
writing a status update on Facebook, “liking” a picture on Instagram or “reblogging” a 
video on Tumblr may be enacted using different devices, be viewed by broad, diverse, 
and at times unknown audiences, and hold vastly different meanings for each 
individual. Considering what social media may afford young people, rather than how an 
app or platform functions at face value, requires educators to be mindful of the diversity 
of young people’s media practices. Thinking about the affordances of social media is 
one way to highlight the opportunities and constraints that shape their practices. 
 
Hutchby’s (2001) use of the concept is useful to ground the “social media bodies” 
activity. For Hutchby (2001: 444), affordances do not determine but rather frame the 
“possibilities for agentic action in relation to an object.” Affordances here are the 
perceptions individuals have of the technological features of an app, platform, site, or 
device that provide them with opportunities to act or engage. How young people use 
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social media is in part determined by their perception of the choices they have available 
to them. These choices and actions respond to changing peer norms and social 
environments, and the mutable affordances of social media (boyd 2014). Livingstone 
(2008: 401) asserts that “although teenagers tend to describe their social networking 
activities in terms of freely taken choices, when questioned more closely it appears that 
they are constrained in two ways: first, by the norms and practices of their peer group 
and, second, by the affordances of the technological interface.” 
 
For example, Facebook, a social networking site, requires users to provide their “real” 
name and links users to their friends, family, and acquaintances through profile 
connections, sharing photos of events, and displaying a timeline of friends’ Facebook 
interactions. Baym (2011) likens Facebook to a “nation” as it constructs a virtual 
passport for users that can be used to establish their identity to other sites and 
platforms. Facebook identities presumably reflect users’ coherent, legal, and civil 
identities. It affords users control over what they share with their friends, and allows 
users to approve friend requests or modify privacy settings to curate who is able to see 
shared content. In contrast, Tumblr is a blogging platform that encourages users to 
“express yourself freely and use Tumblr to reflect who you are, and what you love, 
think and stand for,” through sharing content such as images, quotes, videos, and music 
(Tumblr 2014). Unlike Facebook’s default norm for users to have one public profile, 
Tumblr users may have more than one personal blog and may post anonymously. 
Tumblr affords users control over their identity by allowing them to choose how much 
or how little they reveal about their “passport” identity. Both platforms afford control, 
albeit control through very different architecture, technological features, and 
potentially, the social norms of their users. 
 
Although affordance is a useful concept to frame the diversity of young people’s media 
practices, it is challenging to discuss affordances with young people as they are often 
taken for granted or presumed to be commonly experienced among peers. Using bodies 
as a metaphor for social media provides a material representation of young people’s 
intangible and sometimes affective engagement with social media. 
 
Workshopping “Social Media Bodies” 
Reflecting on the opportunities and challenges of the activity, I continue by outlining 
three themes that arose from the workshops: revealing and destabilising affordances, the 
spatial and temporal affordances of social media, and young people’s affective 
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relationships through and with social media. This overview is presented as an effort not 
to analyse the workshops as empirical data, but rather to provide an example of 
pedagogy that engages with intersecting issues and attempts to shift prescriptive, risk 
frameworks of social media, sexuality, and mental health education. Each workshop 
example I discuss has been modified to maintain participant anonymity and 
confidentiality. 
 
Revealing and Destabilising Affordances 
If YouTube were a person, it would be a man. The group wasn’t sure why, but that he 
wasn’t a woman, so he couldn’t be a man. He would have a long beard, a cane and 
wear glasses. He wasn’t dead, I was told, because people still use YouTube. If you look 
carefully he has the symbol for infinity on his pocket. He wouldn’t take selfies, but he 
would look at them, and may even collect them. This old man curates the internet, and 
selfies, into his bottomless video vortex. 
 
Broadly, the workshop participants’ attitudes and experiences of social media revealed 
in the activity may be collected into three types of representations. First, some 
representations embodied the content young people saw as typical or notable on social 
media. Often this was represented in the accessories and fashion used to decorate the 
bodies. Second, and perhaps the most common type of representation in the workshops, 
were the bodies that depicted an imagined user of the platform. Rarely was this 
someone that the young people admired or spoke kindly of. Groups drew young women 
more often than men to represent Instagram and Snapchat, both photography and video-
based mobile apps, creating caricatures of women with exaggerated pushed-up cleavage 
and make-up in excess. Finally, other groups embodied their abstract and intangible 
experiences of social media through the body’s features and expressions. The 
characteristics of their social media bodies allowed them to display and articulate 
emotional and social interactions with social media. Beyond emotional engagement 
with content or other real or imagined users or audiences, these groups talked about 
social media as human-like and emphasised the embodied characteristics that afforded 
them an emotional relationship with social media apps and platforms. 
 
Different “social media bodies” embodied particular representations of young people’s 
lives, such as “selfies” (self-portrait images), “branding” oneself, or expressing feelings 
and values. For example, even though participants felt that selfies were ubiquitous and 
could be found on most social media forms, participants rarely linked them to YouTube, 
a video-sharing social network, or Tumblr, a creative, visual-based blogging platform. 
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Rather, selfies were represented in the bodies of Instagram, Facebook, or Snapchat as 
groups often articulated that these platforms not only afforded easy uploading and 
sharing of selfies from mobile phones, but also cultivated an individual or “real” 
identity. On these platforms, it was seen as normal for users to upload a photo of their 
face, showing who they “really” were. 
 
The groups that dressed up as or drew Tumblr bodies often represented similar themes 
about the content rather than Tumblr’s users. The Tumblr bodies were often secondary 
to the content displayed by the props and images on or over the bodies. One Tumblr 
group added props to their Texta (felt-pen)-tattooed and multicolour wig-wearing 
model. The group curated, constructed accessories to show what they thought were 
popular interests and identities on the site: a bong, camera, make-up bag, animals, sex 
toys, rainbow flag, and paint brushes. These respectively denoted that the site afforded 
the production, curation, and sharing of media related to substance use, beauty and 
fashion, animals and other cute characters, sexuality, queer identities, and artistic and 
creative pursuits. Another group depicted similar themes in their Tumblr drawing, and 
discussed the forbidden, often taboo, and typically private content the site afforded. 
Both groups drew markers of self-injury on their bodies, and one marked a tear on their 
body’s face to represent content related to depression. These representations of Tumblr 
echo literature that depicts the platform to afford media content that is often excluded in 
popular media. Renninger (2014: 14) posits the platform as a “counterpublic,” in that 
Tumblr “allows those that lie outside of sanctioned publics to map their own ideologies, 
thoughts, and subjectivities among people, mostly strangers, that share an awareness of 
similar countercultural referents.” Emerging studies about Tumblr suggest that 
connections are maintained by users who have shared interests in non-mainstream or 
marginalised cultures and identities including fandom communities, political 
commentary, and gender, sexuality, or queer lives (Anderson and Sheeler 2014; Fink 
and Miller 2013; Petersen 2014). 
 
Overall, however, the affordances described by the social media bodies were unstable; 
groups often argued about what was common practice, and how the sites both enabled 
and constrained their practice. Aside from the Tumblr bodies, the differences between 
the social media bodies of the same platform created by different groups emphasised the 
diversity of how affordances are negotiated within different contexts such as privacy 
and control. One group’s representation of Instagram focused on health and well-being 
“microcelebrities,” who were predominantly women, and shared personal, health-
focused lifestyle images of consumption practices and well-being routines (see 
 10 
Marwick 2015, for discussion on microcelebrity). These accounts categorised content 
with hashtags such as #fitspo (fit inspiration) or #healthie (healthy selfie) to denote 
exercise inspiration or health-focused photos of healthy meals, gym, or yoga activities 
and fashionable sportswear. Often these users were entrepreneurial and used their 
Instagram profiles to promote well-being services and health products. This exemplifies 
what Abidin and Thompson (2012: 468) define as “persona intimacy,” as users engage 
in micro-media strategies to promote, in this example, healthy lifestyles, through a 
mediated persona, rather than personal connections with followers. In contrast, another 
group dressing up as Instagram performed poses with groups of friends at parties and 
sports events. This group stressed that Instagram was a way of collating social 
memories over time by uploading group photos and amassing comments and likes from 
friends and followers. Robards (2012: 394) describes these practices as “transition 
traces” made by young people through the media content they upload and share as they 
grow up in online social spaces. For young people, these traces are less about managing 
future privacy concerns as adults, but about how they manage friendships online and 
their sense of identity over time. 
 
Spatial and Temporal Affordances of Social Media 
If Facebook were a person it would sweat a lot. It would be overweight, seeking more 
food, violently consuming with its sharp teeth. Facebook, as a person, would wear 
Crocs. Nobody wants to be friends with Facebook really, but you can’t help but find 
yourself next to it, sweating along with it, your boundaries blurring with its own. Who 
would want to be friends with someone who wears Crocs? The body in excess is 
represented as overweight, rather than strong, solid or encompassing warmth or love. 
Facebook, for this group, was ageless and female. 
 
Using bodies as a metaphor for social media allowed young people to embody 
perceived spatial and temporal characteristics afforded by social media. The spatial 
qualities of the participants’ social media bodies demonstrated how young people 
experienced and conceptualised the boundaries of sites and platforms. Supporting 
Berriman and Thomson’s (2014) research exploring perceptions of privacy and 
participation, participants described different levels of comfort with different visibility 
practices. Facebook was described to be taking over everything: people’s lives, social 
communication, and other social media, and consequently visualised as overwhelming 
and intrusive. This mirrored responses from young people in an education study by 
Pangrazio (2012: 43) who felt there was “an unwritten set of rules” on Facebook. This 
“cybersense” denoted the ways participants in this study felt they were pressured to 
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engage with friends on Facebook, and how they felt they should share their lives by 
uploading images and engaging with friends (Pangrazio2012). Similarly, boyd (2014) 
identifies that young people’s practices are shaped by what they perceive to be shared 
expectations of behaviour on different platforms or sites, and how young people see 
their friends using social media and their social contexts including school and family. 
 
Boundaries were also depicted as enclosing rather than expansive. One Instagram body 
was drawn with a square around their female figure’s face, suggesting that selfies were 
the primary type of image shared. The outline also demonstrated the boundaries of the 
app: full Instagram functionality is limited to mobile phone use, and the mobile screen 
dimensions determine the size of uploaded images. Instagram was represented as a 
containing app, in contrast to Facebook’s uncontained excess, and described in the 
group discussions as an example of the limited affordances of Instagram compared to 
Facebook. Groups representing Tumblr also avoided drawing set boundaries of their 
bodies; however, this was achieved through adding symbols of content around or on the 
bodies. 
 
“Younger” sites such as Snapchat or Instagram were depicted as younger bodies, while 
older sites like YouTube or Facebook were elderly or ageless. These decisions were 
frequently incorporated into the participants’ drawings or dress-ups without overt 
priming for them to consider temporal characteristics of social media. Groups were 
often definitive about the age of social media platforms and sites, even if their bodies’ 
ages did not correlate with the history of platforms. In one example, YouTube was 
depicted as an elder through his long beard and the infinity symbol drawn on his pocket. 
Although Tumblr was established in 2007, it was often represented as youthful. 
Participants perceived the majority of Tumblr users to be young people and regarded it 
as new, as afforded by its relative public obscurity in comparison to “elder” platforms 
like Twitter, released in 2006. 
 
The body metaphor was also a tool for participants to project how they imagined their 
engagement with social media might develop into the future. Questions about the 
ageing process of these bodies prompted productive conversations about both hopeful 
and despairing possibilities for social media. Predominantly, these conversations 
centred on playful and imaginative affordances such as three-dimensional video 
messaging, and practical functions such as on-demand privacy settings that provided 
more nuanced and easy to use invisibility from peers and family. By highlighting the 
temporal qualities of their bodies, I encouraged participants to consider and articulate 
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how their future reputations might be shaped by multiple and conflicting interactions 
between their own media practices and the affordances of social media. These 
discussions were often framed by questions such as “What might be important for you 
when you finish school and how might you share this on social media?,” “How might 
social media change in the future?,” and “What might motivate you to leave a social 
media site now or when you are older?” 
 
Affective Relationships Through and with Social Media 
If Instagram was a person it would care a lot about how it looked. She would definitely 
be a young woman. Instagram focuses on selfies, self-image and self-confidence; a 
square outline bordered her excessively made up face. Instagram would rely on others’ 
likes and comments to feel good, especially when she posted sexy selfies, but she also 
wouldn’t care about other people’s opinions. She would use fake tan as a “filter” for 
her body, and sometimes have a tear down her cheek when she was upset and lonely. 
Participants both admired her, and despised her. 
 
Using the body as a way to envisage social media provided workshop participants with 
a familiar visual language to describe relationships that emerge through media 
interaction. The affordances young people visualised through their social media bodies 
were often emotional, personal, or intimate. In one workshop, a participant punched 
their Facebook illustration when presenting their illustration to the larger group. The 
participant laughed and expressed they hated Facebook, yet explained they wouldn’t 
delete their account and cited a significant list of benefits for engaging with Facebook, 
including private messaging and socialising without face-to-face interaction. The 
constraints of Facebook—its relatively incoherent privacy settings and large audiences 
often consisting of family members watching you—were often discussed in preference 
over the benefits of the platform. 
 
Another group of women, relatively younger than their workshop peers, struggled to 
describe their Instagram representation. Mentioned earlier in this chapter, this group 
drew a box around their illustrated women’s head, emphasising selfies as the primary 
content afforded by the mobile-based, visual platform. The group quickly drew their 
figure; laughing and sharing anecdotes about people they felt used Instagram primarily 
to boost their popularity. Each group member agreed that, like this figure, they posted 
selfies and chose filters, images, and text to represent their lives to their followers in a 
favourable light. The group were ambivalent towards the affordances of Instagram: they 
distrusted the attention-seeking figure but also acknowledged that their own 
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representations were complex and that the Instagram body may also have diverse 
reasons for sharing content they thought of as attention-seeking. 
 
In another workshop, a different group representing Instagram expressed frustration 
about profiles and users that only represented a narrow range of images about health on 
Instagram. The group’s depiction of Instagram included a line down the middle of their 
social media body. This pointed to the tension between healthy eating and disordered 
eating and suggested porous boundaries between healthy and disordered. One 
participant expressed their derision and frustration towards these users, questioning the 
authenticity of this imagined user’s visualised life. She highlighted the often invisible 
labour and resources required to maintain a visibly individual, disciplined identity. For 
this group, images of Instagram users preparing and eating “easy” healthy (and often 
expensive) meals, and working out in designer sportswear were perceived as a 
disavowal or disguise for the necessary labour and self-control involved in maintaining 
a disciplined, healthy body and lifestyle. 
 
The conversations in the workshops often elicited relatively intense expressions of 
affect: the bodies they performed or illustrated overwhelmed, frustrated, disgusted, 
angered, energised, rescued, and pleased them. A sense of intimacy with social media, 
not just content shared, or users they connected with, emerged from the activity. This 
provided a useful springboard for discussions about the impact of social media on their 
lives, as participants disclosed ambiguous attitudes that did not easily align with either 
utopian or dystopian theories of media practices. 
 
Transforming Entangled Risks and Pedagogy: Implications for 
Sexuality Education 
As a means towards social justice, the activity is not unproblematic or complete 
(Kumashiro 2009), as “creative approaches are not certain, linear, nor predictable” 
(Harris and Farrington 2014: 156). The participants are the experts in this activity: not 
experts in all aspects of social media, but in the affordances they negotiate in their 
everyday lives. Consequently, each time I have facilitated, the activity of the 
participants’ responses and the themes discussed shift. While the activity aims to 
disrupt discourses that reinforce simplistic or linear conceptions of risk behaviours and 
attitudes, it also invites the possibility of “Trojan stories” to enter the workshop space 
(Cahill 2015: 127). Just as bodies and people represent and are subjected to differences 
of power and status, so too can these social media bodies reinforce differences of power 
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through the marginalising stereotypes, norms, and ideologies young people bring into 
workshop spaces. Indeed, other metaphors (such as cars, countries, or animals as some 
examples) may be used to represent social media and provide different insights for 
educators; however, I found bodies to be a generative, albeit challenging, tool for 
education. 
 
When talking about their social media body, some participants shifted from speaking 
about their body as an example of their own practice to an external figure that held 
authority or control over their practices. The examples discussed above that focused on 
the “slut shaming” of Instagram, the inescapable, lazy, and sized discourses of 
Facebook, and self-injuring and hidden bodies of Tumblr each point to the ways the 
activity may reveal but not necessarily challenge the gender, sexual, racial, physical, or 
emotional discourses that privilege some bodily identities and expressions at the 
expense of others. Although conversations following the activity did not demonstrate 
the critical digital design that Pangrazio (2014: 9–10) advocates for, they did hint at the 
potential for the activity to further engage young people in critical self-reflection 
whereby “the individual can move between the personal and the ideological while 
exploring and analysing concepts that are embedded in digital technologies and 
networks.” 
 
Uncertainty about outcomes or how an activity may potentially question and but also 
reinforce hegemonic ideas can be a source of anxiety for educators. McKee, Walsh and 
Watson (2014: 133) recognise that this is challenging work for health educators as “the 
very characteristic that makes a text powerful for pedagogy—the fact that it offers grey 
areas for discussion—also means that its message must be less clear cut.” The urge, as 
they describe, to provide correct information sits at odds with more effective methods 
whereby young people are provided with opportunities to make up their own minds, as 
it is “difficult for us to embrace approaches that might give young people a range of 
perspectives and allow them to reach their own decisions about what is best for them” 
(McKee et al. 2014). Work that engages with this challenge may be described as a 
“decentring pedagogy” as it displaces the role of the educator or facilitator. Employing 
Sedgwick’s (2003) reflections we are reminded however, that although it may not be 
obvious in the moment, this educator displacement may offer productive outcomes for 
pedagogical efforts. Also, participants may experience discomfort in reflecting on their 
own practices and attitudes, however as Pangrazio (2014) suggests, self-reflecting 
pedagogy may lead to discomfort that is potentially transformative and critically 
productive. 
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Attempting to develop education that embraces complexity and engages with the 
entanglements of sexual well-being, mental health, and social media is challenging, and 
yet perhaps crucial for educators working with young people experiencing mental ill 
health. The impacts of mental ill health—decreased locus of control, experiences of 
disadvantage and trauma, stigma and discrimination, and confusion, fear, and distress—
require pedagogy that is attuned to narratives that reinscribe responsibility for harm on 
individual young people and their “bad” decisions, or dismiss both their agency and 
what they are unable to control. Risk-oriented education programmes and resources 
demand personal responsibility and the capacity to make “good” choices. These 
programmes and resources obscure the gendered, social, political, and cultural factors 
that influence young people’s experiences of sexual well-being and mental health. 
However, for young people experiencing mental ill health, it would be unwise to ignore 
the potential risks that social media may afford. Without a nuanced, diverse and 
realistic picture of how various, and perhaps unanticipated, risks may lead to harm, 
educators are unable to determine the priorities for educational intervention. 
 
Social media does not determine but rather frames the networked representations 
available to young people. By using the body as a metaphor for social media, young 
people visualise and reveal the affordances of social media that influence their 
experiences and the spatial, temporal, and affective dimensions of their engagement 
with social media. Given the complex and often contradictory evidence base about risk 
in young people’s lives, pedagogy that is open to young people’s diverse experiences 
and attends to their social contexts may offer possibilities to work through this tension 
and the entanglement of sexuality, mental health, and social media. 
Footnotes 
1I use the term ‘mental ill health’ to capture a range of diverse definitions for mental 
health challenges including mental illness or disorder, psychiatric condition, and 
madness, across a number of disciplines. Other terms are used through the chapter to 
reflect terms used in the references cited. 
 
2These workshops have been incorporated into a pilot study about visual research 
methods and mental health. Findings from this pilot study will be used to inform a 
larger project towards a doctorate degree exploring visual social media and 
representations of recovery and well-being. The pilot will determine the feasibility of 
transforming workshop activities from education practice to research. This chapter 
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captures my reflection about this activity at the point of transition from a pedagogical 
tool to its redevelopment as a research method. 
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